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Summary

Introduction 

Sexual assault is a violent crime that has tremendously pernicious effects on the victim. How-
ever, there is a lack of consensus regarding the prevalence of sexual assault: Estimates vary 
among studies, in part because of differing definitions of sexual assault, different populations 
studied, and different methods employed for selecting the sample. As a result, while many 
studies indicate that sexual assault is a pervasive problem, the estimated prevalence ranges 
considerably. For example, estimates of sexual assault involving female victims range in studies 
of community samples from 15 to 51 percent (Masho, Odor, and Adera, 2005; Ullman and 
Siegel, 1993; Elliott, Mok, and Briere, 2004; Randall and Haskell, 1995). One of these studies 
also included male subjects and found the prevalence of sexual assault victimization among 
those men to be 4 percent (Elliott, Mok, and Briere, 2004). Studies of college samples mea-
sured sexual assault rates at 21 to 42 percent among female samples (Combs-Lane and Smith, 
2002; Easton et al., 1997; Fisher, Cullen, and Turner, 2000; Gross et al., 2006; Kalof, 2000a; 
Nasta et al., 2005; Synovitz and Byrne, 1998; Krebs et al., 2007). Studies that focused specifi-
cally on military samples have reported a range from 2 percent to 51 percent for female subjects 
(Lipari, Lancaster, and Jones, 2005; Sadler et al., 2003; Skinner et al., 2000; Martin, Rosen, et 
al., 1998; Merrill et al., 1998), and in those that included male military subjects, up to 7 per-
cent of the men studied had been sexually assaulted (Lipari, Lancaster, and Jones, 2005, and 
Martin et al., 1998). Finally, one prominent large-scale study has estimated a national preva-
lence for rape or attempted rape of women at approximately 18 percent (Tjaden and Thoennes, 
2000).1 

In spite of this variation in prevalence rates—or perhaps as a result of it—recognition 
of sexual assault, and especially of acquaintance rape, has dramatically increased in recent 
decades. The 1990s witnessed important legal reforms regarding sexual assault on college cam-
puses, including requirements for colleges to publicly disclose crime statistics and crime preven-
tion activities. Parallel to the civilian reforms, there were also notable revisions to law, policy, 
and practice regarding responses to sexual assault in the military community. Although the 
allegations of sexual assaults perpetrated by military personnel against both men and women 
during the 1991 Tailhook convention, a gathering of Navy aviators, had received considerable 
attention, the issue was somewhat dormant until the 2000 Air Force Inspector General (IG) 
investigation of sexual assault at the Air Force Academy. This in turn prompted additional 

1 Of the studies cited here, Elliott, Mok, and Briere, 2004; Tjaden and Thoennes, 2000; Lipari, Lancaster, and Jones, 
2005; Martin et al., 1998; and Merrill et al., 1998, include mixed-gender samples. The other studies include only women in 
their samples. 
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investigations and was subsequently followed by the establishment of the U.S. Department 
of Defense (DoD) Sexual Assault Task Force (to investigate sexual assault allegations among 
deployed service members), the Task Force on Sexual Harassment and Violence at the Mili-
tary Academies, and the creation of the Sexual Assault Prevention and Response Office within 
DoD.

These legal reforms and other events informed, and were informed by, a large and diverse 
body of empirical research that has rapidly grown in recent decades. This body of work is rep-
resented in this compendium, which categorizes and summarizes publications related to dif-
ferent aspects of sexual assault. In each section, we discuss the included research and provide a 
table summarizing the subjects, sample size, method, objective, and selected findings of each 
publication.2 We list the highlights of each section in the remainder of this summary. Addi-
tionally, this document concludes with an annotated bibliography of the included research. 

Victim and Perpetrator Risk Factors

The majority of studies regarding the risk factors for victims or perpetrators of sexual assault 
have focused on incidents involving a female victim and a male perpetrator. A common find-
ing is that a victim’s prior sexual assault is a significant predictor of future or additional sexual 
assault. The research also suggests that youth, lower-income status, and African-American 
ethnicity were additional victim risk factors. Studies of assault victims have indicated that inti-
mate partners, and not strangers, are most frequently the perpetrators of assault.

Among perpetrators, hostile masculinity was most often found to be a significant predic-
tor of sexual assault perpetration; men who adhered to aggressive sexual beliefs were also con-
sidered at high risk of perpetrating sexual assault, as were those with a history of being coercive 
or committing assault. 

Context and Prevention of Sexual Assault

Much of the research addressing the prevention of sexual assault consists of evaluations of vari-
ous prevention programs. Many of the programs focus on the identification and reversal of 
rape-supportive attitudes and perceptions, such as those commonly referred to as “rape myths.” 
Examples of rape myths include “women secretly want to be raped” and “rapists are almost 
always strangers.” Other programs address specific behaviors or the interpretations of sexual 
scenarios. While most evaluations of these programs have relied on the reported change in 
attitudes or intended behavior, some did measure actual outcomes, such as subsequent victim-
ization. In general, the studies indicate the limitations of sexual assault prevention programs. 
While many programs indicate a beneficial outcome, those outcomes tend to diminish over 
time, as measured by follow-up assessments.

2  Throughout this compendium, we provide only selected findings in the summary tables and tend especially not to focus 
on null findings. Interested readers are encouraged to refer to the original work for more details of the research. Addition-
ally, the N reported in the summary tables and abstracts reflects the total number of data points on which findings are 
based. The sample size may vary through a study because of attrition over time, for example, or because participants did not 
complete all data-collection instruments.
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Recovery and Coping

Another portion of sexual assault research addresses the issue of how victims respond to sexual 
assault. We place into this category research that emphasizes the physical and mental health 
outcomes of sexual assault and victims’ coping mechanisms.3 The physical health outcomes 
include sexually transmitted diseases, gynecological or reproductive problems, and other physi-
cal problems, such as hypertension, high cholesterol, and heart attack. The mental health out-
comes can include posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, and other potentially related con-
sequences, such as eating or sleep disorders. This research also addresses factors that positively 
influence victim recovery, such as the role of social support. Many of these studies used victim 
attributes or incident characteristics to help explain the variation in victim recovery. 

Sexual Assault Disclosure

Many studies of sexual assault focus on to whom a victim discloses an assault, the factors 
related to the victim’s disclosure decision, and the reactions to victims by formal support pro-
viders. This research indicates generally that victims are more likely to disclose to informal sup-
port providers, such as family and friends, than to formal support providers. Many of the stud-
ies attempt to identify the factors that influence the decision of whether to disclose an assault to 
the police or to present for medical treatment, and these factors typically include the victim or 
perpetrator race, gender, co-occurrence with another crime, alcohol consumption, additional 
injury, and the relationship between the victim and perpetrator. This research also explores the 
relationship between concerns about secondary victimization and other negative social reac-
tions that contribute to victim feelings of shame or embarrassment. Broadly, obtaining a better 
understanding of reasons for nondisclosure—that is, reasons for underreporting—was a goal 
of many of these studies. Reasons included both perceived and psychological barriers as well as 
concrete obstacles, such as a lack of resources. 

Health Care Programs and Services

This body of research addresses the programs and professionals involved in providing medi-
cal treatment to sexual assault victims, as well as the types of treatments involved and the 
effectiveness of the treatments. The majority of this research concerns civilian Sexual Assault 
Nurse Examiner (SANE) programs. SANEs are registered nurses with additional education 
and clinical training on interacting with sexual assault victims. The research generally indicates 
an improved quality of care received from SANE programs.

3  Some of these studies consider revictimization as a post-assault outcome, but we discuss findings of this nature in the 
aforementioned victim risk factors section (Section 2).
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Victim Advocacy Programs and Services

Victim advocacy services are typically offered by rape crisis centers, organizations expressly 
dedicated to victim advocacy (even beyond sexual assault), and institutions focused on coun-
seling services. The majority of victim advocacy studies involved an assessment of program or 
service effectiveness, and the research suggests that program effectiveness varied, at least in part 
due to the different measures used; some were objective, while others, such as victim percep-
tions, were more subjective.

Investigative and Legal Processes

This research includes a wide range of studies assessing the progress of sexual assault incidents 
through the criminal justice system. Some of these studies attempt to identify the factors 
that influence whether law enforcement personnel question a suspect or determine a case to 
be founded. These studies also examine whether and how forensic and medical evidence and 
other individual and case-related factors predict legal outcomes. For example, some research 
indicates that the quality and source of forensic evidence improves investigative and legal out-
comes, as does participation in SANE or Sexual Assault Response Team (SART) programs. 
Research also indicates that victim behaviors, such as risk-taking, and victim characteristics 
are related to legal outcomes. This research also indicates the extent to which ill-informed or 
negative perceptions of law enforcement and legal personnel toward assault victims can affect 
outcomes.


